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SUMMARY 
 
This exegesis explores the themes of identity and cultural alienation at the 
juncture of truth and memory, through a focus on the work of six 
contemporary artists who have worked with visual narratives and/or graphic 
novels as vehicles to relate their personal experiences. These artists are 
Barbara Hanrahan, Marjane Satrapi, Ian Abdulla, Alison Bechdel, Shaun 
Tan and Lars Martinson and their experiences range from finding 
themselves in country where they do not speak the language, through to 
travel and migration stories, as well as feelings of cultural isolation within 
one's own culture as a result of being a member of a social or ethnic 
minority. 
 
In parallel with the investigation of the work of these artists, the literary work 
of WG Sebald  is also drawn upon to explore these themes. His unique 
combination of image and text challenges our commonly held notions of the 
veracity of images. The consideration of work of Sebald in conjunction with 
the narrative visual works of Hanrahan et al offers insights into the broader 
concept of identity and how our memories, whether true or not, and 
however distorted or flawed they may be, are what situate us socially, 
culturally and individually. 
 
Some of the artists discussed incorporate a strong text element in the work 
of, yet despite this, there nevertheless exists a sense of a loss for words: a 
metaphorical 'silencing', and a struggle to express one's identity, which the 
artists find through the narrative of visual language.  
 
This theme is reflected in the creative work I have produced as part of my 
research. Contemplating the influence that my experience of migration from 
Germany to Australia as a young child has had on my personal experience 
of identity has developed into an exploration of the nexus between memory 
and truth.  
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Through stories contained within the pages of artist books, I record memory 
episodes from my childhood and realise that sometimes, it is not 'truth' that 
matters so much as our perception of the truth from a particular point in 
time and a particular perspective. This view of identity is essentially the 
kernel of my investigation in this thesis.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The grainy black and white photographs interspersed throughout the novels 
of WG Sebald beguilingly draw the reader into a truth that might or might 
not exist. Some of these images were photographed by the author himself, 
others are from postcards and found photographs. There are also 
photographs of newspaper clippings and objects such as train tickets and 
the like.  
 
p. 226-227, Sebald, W.G. 1997 The Emigrants.  
 
Sebald’s purposeful particularity about where each image should be placed 
in relation to the text of his novels speaks of a deeper meaning when this is 
considered within the framework of the conventionalised relationship 
between image and text in our culture. We have been taught to read them 
in conjunction with one another.  
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Despite our awareness that we are reading a work of fiction, we search for 
meaning connecting the text to the photographs because that is what we 
expect. Yet Sebald frequently and subtly subverts this nexus. The 
connection seems to be there at first glance, but then it seems unclear what 
the relationship is and the connection begins to slips away. And as it slips 
away, the reader feels unsure of the text and is forced to look at it 
differently too. 
 
Referencing Sebald’s literary work as a touchstone, I will consider 
sequence-based and apparently autobiographical works by six 
contemporary artists: Ian Abdulla (*1947, ✝2011), Alison Bechdel (*1960), 
Barbara Hanrahan (*1939, ✝1991), Lars Martinson (*1977), Marjane 
Satrapi (*1969), and Shaun Tan (*1974). These artists have each engaged 
with visual narratives and/or graphic novels, in one way or other, as 
vehicles to relate their personal experiences of cultural alienation. Even 
with those among these artists whose work includes a strong element of 
text, there is nevertheless a sense of a loss for words; a sense of having 
been 'silenced' in one sense or another. Visual narratives have provided 
the artists with a recourse to another way of communicating; an avenue to 
contemplate and reclaim their identity facilitated by the passage of time. 
 
I will explore how the connections between truth and memory, and between 
image and text in these artists’ visual narratives lead to conclusions about 
wider notions of cultural alienation and cultural dislocation. 
 
It has frequently been said that Sebald’s novels stand outside the usual 
classification of genres in their idiosyncratic combination of fact, narrative, 
memory and images. As Horstkotte writes,  
 
Because Sebald consciously combines verbal and pictorial discourse, his 
texts raise questions about the function of images in contemporary 
culture.1  
 
                                                
1 Horstkotte, S. Pictorial and Verbal Discourse in W.G. Sebald’s The Emigrants. Iowa 
Journal of Cultural Studies. 2009 Vol 2 Mediation 
http://www.uiowa.edu/~ijcs/mediation/medhorstkotte.htm 
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It is precisely these questions about the functioning of images in 
contemporary culture that drew me to Sebald’s work, particularly when 
considered in conjunction with text and the notions of memory and truth.  
 
Sebald's photographs are, as stated, not random intrusions into his text 
narrative. They are deliberate and strategic and they are intended to add an 
additional layer of communication to the text of the novels. Certainly, 
photographs have long been understood to communicate a certain veracity. 
In recent decades, the digital age has significantly impacted on this, and we 
no longer always accept photographs as a prima facie true chronicle of an 
event. Nevertheless, in terms of semiotics, photographs clearly have a 
'language' system of their own. The photographs in Sebald's novels are of 
a style and from a time that is not associated with digital manipulation and 
thus invite the reader to engage with the 'truth ' of the photos. It is for this 
reason that they have such a persuasive effect on the narrative of the 
novels. 
 
p. 41, Sebald, W.G. 1998 The Rings of Saturn. 
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Looking at the 'language' of photography in terms of semiotic theory,  we 
start by looking at Saussure's2 theories which focused on written and 
spoken language. For Saussure, language consisted of langue and parole. 
Langue is the social and collective base of language; that systematic and 
unified whole that all speakers of a particular language share; in short, the 
language system. Parole is that component of language which lies with the 
individual. It consists of utterances. It is language usage. It is each actual 
event, each spoken or written sentence, each object put to its own use, 
which is drawn from langue. Langue comprises, amongst other things,  
grammatical structures and 'signs'. Saussure's theory explores the arbitrary 
nature of these 'signs' which, in language are words. Signs are said by 
Saussure to consist of a signifier and the signified, where the signifier is 
that particular sound a word makes, or that particular combination of letters 
the written form of a word has on the page as well as that particular 
grammatical function the word in question has.  The signified is the concept 
or meaning assigned to that word: a meaning that is both conventionally 
assigned and arbitrary. 
 
Applying this theory to photography, the signifier is then the photograph 
itself: the physical entity of the photo. The signified is what the image is and 
what it represents or connotes. While Saussure's writings on semiotics 
focused on language, Barthes analysed the application of semiotics to 
photography.3 
 
Certainly the image is not the reality but at least it is its perfect analogon 
and it is exactly this analogical perfection which, to common sense, defines 
the photograph. Thus can be seen the special status of the photographic 
image: it is a message without a code....4 
 
Barthes goes on to describe the "photographic paradox" whereby the 
photograph has two messages: one without a code, referring to the sense 
in which the message is the scene itself as a literal reality; and secondly 
one with a code, which refers to "the art or the treatment or the writing or 
the rhetoric of the photograph".5 
                                                
2 de Saussure, F. Course in General Linguistics. 1966 McGraw Hill, New York. 
3 Barthes, R. The Photographic Message. pp.194-210 in: Barthes, Roland. A Barthes 
Reader (Susan Sontag (ed.) Hill & Wang. New York. 1983 
4 p. 196, Ibid 
5 p. 198, Ibid 
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The photograph has an 'informational' or obvious meaning and but then, 
any text relating or juxtaposed with the photograph might add a "symbolic" 
level of meaning, in other words, meanings that are overladen onto the 
image by virtue of cultural conventions or socially understood meanings. 
Photographs have a sort of “reality-effect” in as much as the apparent 
“realism” of the image allows it to seem "natural" rather than socially and 
historically constructed. 
 
When considered in the light of this paradox of messages, it can be more 
clearly understood how the photographs in Sebald's novels emphasise the 
reader's grapple with the truth or reality held within the text.  
 
The continual creation and recreation of meaning, by which existing signs 
and symbols go towards the making of new ones, is a fundamental aspect 
of the way in which humans understand the world and come to terms with 
their place within it. It is an important part of the imaginative process by 
which we make sense of our cultural history, and photography has a clearly 
understood language within this framework.  
 
In general, photographs connote truth and authenticity when what is 'seen' 
by the camera eye appears to be an adequate stand-in for what is seen by 
the human eye. Photographs are coded, but usually so as to appear 
uncoded. The truth/authenticity potential of photography is tied in with the 
idea that seeing is believing. Photography draws on an ideology of the 
visible as evidence.6 
 
And so, the integration of photographs in, for example, Sebald's The Rings 
of Saturn7, blur the boundary between fiction and reality. The reader allows 
herself/himself to drift into the belief that the events that take place in the 
author's walk along the coast of Sussex are real as the photographs are 
evidential of this reality, all the while knowing that it is a work of fiction. The 
author draws on fragments of real-life experiences and observations, and at 
different points in the novel, engages the reader in entirely tangential side 
narratives. These tangential stories seem to have no relevance to the 
context and yet, are pivotal to the novel as a whole.  
 
                                                
6 p.27, Kuhn, Annette. The Power of the Image. Routledge & Kegan Paul. London. 1985 
7 Sebald, W.G. The Rings of Saturn. New Directions Books. New York. 1998 
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Born in 1944 in the village of Wertach in the alps of southern Germany, 
Sebald left continental Europe at age 21 to undertake further studies in 
Manchester. He relocated permanently to East Anglia in the UK at age 26 
to take up a university teaching position, where he lived until his death in 
2001. Given this biographical background, it is noteworthy that  the 
characters in Sebald’s novels were all outsiders and that even, after having 
lived in England for most of his life, he preferred to write in German (and  
then worked very closely with his translators when his works were 
translated into English). The combination of photographs with the narrative, 
as well as the fact of Sebald's presence in a number of his novels in the 
role of the narrator, give his work a vivid pseudo-autobiographical 
characteristic.  
 
But given that the themes of identity and cultural alienation, and notions of 
truth and memory within those themes, are my focus in this writing, I am 
also interested to explore the relevance of cultural studies theory to these 
themes. Inhabiting an evolving landscape perhaps bounded by sociology, 
semiotics and political philosophy, cultural studies offers a theoretical 
perspective for arriving at a pragmatic social semiotic analysis of visual 
communication. 
 
The autobiographic works by the visual artists explored in this paper  can 
be viewed as echoing Sebald's writing in a cultural studies theoretical 
analysis, in terms of their play between truth and memory in the context of 
the narrative about cultural alienation and cultural dislocation. The work of 
six artists who will be discussed includes drawing, painting and illustration, 
rather than photography as Sebald has used. These other visual media are 
not interpreted as being embedded with an assumed truth in the same 
sense as photography. Despite this, the visual narratives of these artists 
provide a vivid reinforcement of their stories, all the more because we 
understand that these stories relate to real events from the personal 
histories. In the end, the boundaries between truth, memory, identity and 
cultural alienation seem to get blurred somewhat, but this does not detract 
from the narratives, or the images. 
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CHAPTER I - MEMORY AND CHILDHOOD 
 
 
p. 16-17, Sturm, U. 2011 The Lost Snail.  
 
Time changes.  
My parents had planned that we would only stay in Australia for a two 
year adventure, and then return to the family and friends left behind.  
That was a long time ago now. 
Things change.8 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
For a number of years now, the thread through my work has been image 
sequences based on personal memories: narrative figurative images in the 
form of small linocuts, some of which I have then scanned and digitally 
coloured. I have frequently worked with series of images to create artist 
books where brief linear narrative texts echo or elaborate on visual image. 
Often with an element of ‘confessional humour’, the interplay between 
image and text stems from my interest in exploring the role of language in 
identity and cultural connection.  
 
When I arrived in Australia as a small child, I was completely bewildered to 
find myself in this new land where I understood no one, and no one 
                                                
8 p 16-17. Sturm, U. The Lost Snail. Duck Books, Mona Vale. 2011 
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understood me. At that moment, I began to comprehend the bewilderment 
of the loss of language and at the same time, I did not understand at all. I 
was, quite literally, lost for words. 
 
I am sitting on a bench in a cabin that is paneled with varnished wood, 
peering through the salt-encrusted glass of a brass-rimmed porthole. The 
ship is rocking gently. My earliest memory. A glimpse, nothing more. A 
short while later, we disembark in Fremantle and are processed by 
Immigration before we continue on to Melbourne. My parents, my little 
brother and the other Germans from the ship understand me, but on-one 
else in this new place does.9 
 
That brief memory and its link to a small child’s realisation of being an 
outsider assume importance that was invisible to others present (my 
parents, other passengers on the ship, immigration officials). How such 
fragmented childhood memories build up identity, and how certain events 
can be a catalyst to shift one's idea of self in unexpected directions 
provides rich material for numerous artists who have, in one form or 
another, grappled with being an outsider. Sequence-based art forms, 
including graphic novels, comic books, illustrated personal stories and 
series of prints or paintings, often with a text component, lend themselves 
particularly well as a way of exploring memory, identity and personal 
history. 
 
During the last twelve months, I have enlarged some of my small scale 
images into larger wall works, which I hand-cut from self-adhesive PVC 
using a scalpel, as an experiment to challenge the intimacy of narratives 
held within the book form. Realising that many of the memory episodes I 
chose to draw and write about involved an element of embarrassment or 
awkwardness; a sense of not understanding how to fit in or what was 
socially expected, I was interested to see whether working on a small scale 
protected these embarrassing moments and whether a larger scale would 
alter the experience of the art, for both me as artist and for the audience. Is 
scale an intrinsic element of these personal narrative visual works?  
 
After overcoming initial apprehension about working on a larger scale, I 
realised that although the interaction with the audience was very different to 
                                                
9 Extract from my journal: notes for my artist book, 'The Lost Snail' , July 2011 
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the private, individual book format, these vinyl wall works had their own 
particular attributes which enhanced the expression of that which I was 
seeking to communicate. The vinyl cut-outs were applied directly to the 
walls of the gallery space so that the walls functioned as a kind of "anti-
border", metaphorically unframing the work and, by extension, the 
concepts. These moments in memory were not neatly compartmentalised 
by a defined boundary. The images seemed to leap out from their 
surroundings, while simultaneously becoming a part of the whole wall.  
 
A second sense in which these wall works uniquely conveyed the meta-
narrative of my images was through their ephemeral form. The vinyl works 
themselves are robust, lightfast and able to stay in place for a long time. 
Yet they are ephemeral in that they cannot be relocated. At the end of the 
exhibition, they were destroyed by the process of peeling them off the wall. 
All that remained was a pile of crumpled black vinyl. For me, this resonated 
as a play on the fragility of memory. 
 
 
De-installing artwork. Ulrike Sturm. Masters Exhibition. October 2012.  
 
Graphic novels and narrative picture books both invite the reader/viewer to 
engage with the work sequentially and on a personal scale. The audience 
decides when to turn the page and is engaged with the work on a private 
level, almost one to one with the author or artist. The audience may laugh 
quietly or perhaps recognise a similar experience or feeling they may have 
had at some time in their own past. In terms of a cultural studies analysis of 
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the visual, we understand that 'there is no neutral looking'10. One element 
of the analysis is the context of the viewing. The location of the image (or 
series of images) in the physical world plays a role in our engagement with 
it. An image encountered in the public sphere of a gallery will likely evoke a 
different response to one we interact with in the private sphere of our lives, 
looking at a book while perhaps sitting in a favourite chair. 
 
Shaun Tan’s graphic novel The Arrival11 tells a story without words of 
somebody leaving their home following what we are led to understand are 
terrifying events, to find a new life in a foreign country where even the most 
basic details of ordinary life are strange, confronting or confusing – not to 
mention beyond the grasp of language.  
 
Despite the astonishing detail and quirky elements in Tan’s drawings that 
require closer inspection to reveal themselves fully, the understated 
poignancy of his illustrations acts as an intuitive device for making a 
statement while deflecting its importance. The controversial theme of the 
migrant experience is related in a way that provokes reflection rather than 
divisive debate based on nothing more than rhetoric. 
 
Tan was born in Perth, which he describes as "one of the most isolated 
cities in the world, sandwiched between a vast desert and a vaster 
ocean".12 While the experience of migration is not directly his own, it forms 
a strong part of his identity as his father arrived in Australia from Malaysia 
to study architecture here. From a young age, Tan encountered questions 
about his identity on account of his part-Chinese heritage such as “Where 
are you from?” to which Tan’s response of “Here” simply met with the 
further inquiry, “No, where are you really from?” The theme of belonging, 
which he describes as a basic existential question that everybody deals 
                                                
10 p. 65, Lister, M & Wells, L. Seeing Beyond Belief: Cultural Studies as an Approach to 
Analysing the Visual in van Leeuwen, T. & Jewitt, C. (eds) Handbook of Visual Analysis. 
Sage Publications. London 2010 
11 Tan, S. The Arrival. Hachette Children’s Books, Sydney 2006 
12 Tan, S. Comments on The Arrival. Originally published in Viewpoint Magazine, University 
of Melbourne. http://extranet.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LLAE/viewpoint/index.html Reprinted on 
Tan’s website: http://extranet.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LLAE/viewpoint/index.html 
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with from time to time13, is central to a number of Tan’s graphic novels and 
picture books.  
 
....I realise that I have a recurring interest in notions of ‘belonging’, 
particularly the finding or losing of it. Whether this has anything to do with 
my own life, I’m not sure, it seems to be more of a subconscious than 
conscious concern. One contributing experience may have been that of 
growing up in Perth, one of the most isolated cities in the world, 
sandwiched between a vast desert and a vaster ocean. More specifically, 
my parents pegged a spot in a freshly minted northern suburb that was 
quite devoid of any clear cultural identity or history. A vague awareness of 
Aboriginal displacement (which later sharpened into focus with a project 
like The Rabbits) only further troubled any sense of a connection to a 
‘homeland’ in this universe of bulldozed ‘tabula rasa’ coastal dunes, and 
fast-tracked, walled-in housing estates.14 
 
Tan explores these childhood memories further in tales from outer 
suburbia.15 Whereas The Arrival was a graphic novel in the sense of a story 
in pictures without words, Tales from outer suburbia is more in the 
traditional style of a picture book although I would contend that it is a 
picture book for adults just as much, if not more so, than it is for a juvenile 
readership. The visual images relate in a direct sense to the accompanying 
narrative text although they go far beyond simply illustrating the story and 
contains its own narrative subtext.  
 
The mysterious creatures that appear to be lost from the place where they 
belong and the alien elements occurring in Tan’s landscapes not only add 
to his exploration of the notion of ‘belonging’ (or not). They delve into much 
deeper issues relating to identity. These strange creatures that Tan has 
drawn place the viewer in the sense of the viewer having an identity that 
differentiates them from these creatures.  
 
                                                
13 Tan, S. Comments on The Arrival. Originally published in Viewpoint Magazine, University 
of Melbourne. http://extranet.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LLAE/viewpoint/index.html Reprinted on 
Tan’s website: http://extranet.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LLAE/viewpoint/index.html 
14 Ibid 
15 Tan, S. tales from outer suburbia. Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest. 2008 
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p. 11, Tan, S. 2008. tales from outer suburbia.  
 
 
In his article on the theoretical legacies of the field of cultural studies, Stuart 
Hall proposes that the concept of culture is always linked to displacement.  
 
There's always something decentred about the medium of culture, about 
language, textuality, and signification, which always escapes and evades 
the attempt to link it, directly and immediately, with other structures. And 
yet, at the same time, the shadow, the imprint, the trace, of those other 
formations, of the intertextuality of texts in their institutional positions, of 
texts as sources of power, of textuality as a site of representation and 
resistance, all those questions can never be erased from cultural studies.16 
 
This argument is at the core of Hall's view that culture is always intrinsically 
related to some form of power struggle, and that identity is inevitably an 
ongoing process which is affected by history and culture.  
                                                
16 p.284. Hall, Stuart. in Grossberg, L.,  Nelson, C. and Treichler, P. (eds) Cultural Studies. 
Routledge, London. 1991. 
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The theme of outsider need not relate to relocation; it can just as well be 
related to feelings of alienation in a place where one has always been and 
so, supposedly ‘belongs’. Her father having died when she was a year old, 
artist and novelist Barbara Hanrahan (1939-1991) grew in an all-female 
household with her mother, her grandmother and her great-aunt Reece in 
Thebarton, a working class inner-city suburb of Adelaide. 
 
A prolific printmaker, her career as an artist was intertwined with her 
equally significant career as a writer. Hanrahan was the author of 15 
novels, many of which had a strong autobiographical element.  
 
My mother and I slept at the back in the sleepout. Bribed to bed with hot 
milk, stories, kisses, I waited for her. Our bed of enamel bars and brassy 
knobs was a cage for my animals: Koala and Camel, Pooh-Bear made 
from Nan’s old fur coat. They protected me - with the Guardian Angel, the 
Sandman, the roses on the wallpaper - from the Chinaman, the Skeleton 
who might fall from above, the Mouse that gnawed at my wall. The mug 
with the chipped rim I liked to catch my lip on stood empty by the 
handkerchief cut from a sheet. 
 
When my mother came in I was asleep; woke, to see the eye of her 
cigarette blinking, finally disappearing in the dark. Then I curved leech-
like to her body, lost myself in the pillow of hens’ feathers.17 
 
As with Sebald, the boundaries between reality and fiction merge in  
Hanrahan's novels. The blending of truth and fiction in these narratives is 
confounding in that the real names of characters are used and some 
recollections are embarrassingly cruel and, in terms of current sensitivities 
regarding political correctness, often quite embarrassing in their use of 
discriminatory taunts, particularly in her descriptions of her great-aunt 
Reece who had Downs Syndrome. 
 
Reece is my great-aunt; yet at ten I am taller than she at thirty-five. She is 
my grandmother’s sister; yet she cannot read or write or count. She is a 
grown-up; yet she wears children’s clothing. She has frog-like eyes with 
half-moon lids, sad eyebrows arched in permanent surprise, a domed 
forehead with wrinkles, a snout, a mouth that shows her tongue - becomes 
an idiot-grin when she is happy. People stare at her in the street - she is 
                                                
17 p.35 Hanrahan, B. The Scent of Eucalyptus. Chatto & Windus, London. 1973 
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real, and reality is too strong for their slumbering, narcotized lives. She is 
a mongol.18 
 
For Hanrahan, the notion of the sequence in her work seems to lie 
somewhere between her novels and her printmaking oeuvre. Hanrahan’s 
novels are not illustrated (although a few of them do include some 
artworks19), yet there is a sense that they work in parallel with her artistic 
body of work. Hanrahan’s prints have a strong narrative content and 
frequently incorporate elements of text, which is often an almost decorative 
element. Her novels and prints explore similar themes: family, her 
grandmother’s garden, commentary on contemporary society and, after her 
arrival in London, sexual politics and increasingly sexual images.  
 
p. 64, Carroll, A. 1986. Barbara Hanrahan, Printmaker. (Image: Hanrahan, B)  
                                                
18 p.20, Hanrahan, B. The Scent of Eucalyptus. Chatto & Windus, London. 1973 
19 Those of Hanrahan’s novels which contain illustrations include Good Night Mr Moon, 
University of Queensland Press, St Lucia 1992, Michael, Me and the Sun, University of 
Queensland Press, St. Lucia, 1992; and Iris in Her Garden, University of Queensland Press, 
St. Lucia, 1992 
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In a piece on Hanrahan’s career published in the Adelaide Advertiser 
shortly after her death on 1 December 1991, Jan Owen wrote:  
 
She has always written and made her prints with an allegiance to the truth, 
there is no striving for beauty or for effect. The anguish of real life bursts 
through the surface decoration of her art and writing.20  
 
The process itself of the writing of autobiographical fiction or making 
autobiographical artworks based on memories, has an impact on the very 
memories that are being responded to. Engaging with those memories 
during the creative process blurs the lines between imagined memories and 
real memories. But it needn't only be the creative process that blurs these 
lines. Sometimes it is simply the perspective of a child that causes 'truth' to 
be remarkably different to an adult understanding of the same situation. 
 
On an outing to the city one day, I got lost in the crowd at Flinders Street 
station and I didn't know enough words to ask for help to find my mother. 
My mother searched for me and she asked the ticket collector if he had 
seen a little girl with green eyes and brown hair in plaits, but he couldn't 
help. 
Well, there are lots of little girls with green eyes and brown hair in plaits, 
so it was no wonder he couldn't help her. I told my mother she should have 
asked him if he had seen a little girl with two spots on her nose that looked 
like retracted little snail tentacles. 
But she said that the two little freckles on my nose were not really my most 
distinguishing feature. I didn't believe her. 
Luckily she found me anyway.21 
 
I really did get lost at Flinders Street Station when I was about 4 years old, 
but the incident has assumed a larger than life reality for me. I made a 
linocut of a snail and wrote a story about it. When I showed the story to my 
mother, she surprised me by saying that she didn’t recall the incident at all. 
In exploring ideas about memory, I have seen over and over again that 
those memories we particularly hold on to might have been of events that 
were fairly insignificant at the time and perhaps completely overlooked by 
other people who were there at the time. But it sparked some trigger to 
capture our imagination. What do we chose to remember and why? Why do 
                                                
20 p.12, Owen, J. The Adelaide Advertiser: Magazine, 21 December 1991 
21 p.14  Sturm, U. The Lost Snail. Duck Books, Sydney. 2011 
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the trivial events often rise to the surface over those that might be regarded 
as objectively more significant? 
 
A child's experience of an event or, later in life, the awkwardness that 
accompanies experiences of cultural isolation also brings with it a particular 
perspective that is perhaps not shared by others in that environment. And 
yet, these different perspectives are each the foundation of individual 
identities. In the case of the artists here, they are perspectives that 
illuminate our own identity and foibles, for it is often exactly these odd 
moments, these unusual perspectives that connect us. 
 
Persepolis22 is an autobiographical graphic novel by French-Iranian 
illustrator Marjane Satrapi. She recalls growing up in Iran during the 1970s 
and 1980s; the years of the fall of the shah and during which the Iran-Iraq 
War occurred. In an October 2004 interview with Annie Tully, Satrapi 
recalls her childhood perception of events that were devastating, but 
became her normality. 
 
So the world around me changed, I am a witness of this big change around 
me. The war starts, and after a while it becomes completely normal, the 
situation of the war. That is the capacity of the human being, that 
everything suddenly becomes absolutely normal.23  
 
In her book, Satrapi hears her parents talking to some of their friends who 
had returned home following incarceration and torture as political prisoners. 
She also accidentally hears them tell of another friend who did not survive 
the torture.  
 
p. 52, Satrapi, M. 2003. Persepolis.  
                                                
22 Satrapi, M. Persepolis. Pantheon Books, New York. 2003 
23 Tully, Anne. 2004. Interview with Marjane Satrapi for 'Bookslut'. 
http://www.bookslut.com/features/2004_10_003261.php 
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In the end he was cut to pieces.24 That is the only caption in the frame 
containing the drawing of her childlike imagining of his body cut neatly into 
pieces, like a dissected doll, very neat and with no blood. The lack of 
further explanation underscores the hyper-reality of this childhood 
memories. 
 
For Alison Bechdel, in her award winning graphic novel Fun Home 
(appropriately subtitled ‘A Family Tragicomic’)25, her childhood memories 
are a way of putting together the pieces of a story after the death of her 
father, as a way of arriving at an acceptance of her own identity and 
sexuality. It transpires during the novel that her father came out as gay only 
a short time prior to his accidental death.  An avid sketcher and diarist from 
an early age, Bechdel draws on these resources to assist with her 
recollections and is disarmingly open about embarrassing phases of her 
growing up. 
 
p. 162, Bechdel, A. 2007 Fun Home.  
                                                
24  p.52 Satrapi, M. Persepolis. Pantheon Books, New York. 2003 
25 Bechdel, A. Fun Home. Mariner Books, New York. 2007 
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But then, my diary was no longer the utterly reliable document it had been 
in my youth. A faltering, elliptic tone was creeping in.  
“...ONLY... Tammi drove by. Holy snot! She called me later and told me 
how odd? (idiotic) we looked. Uh... Ma & Pa went to the Playhouse to see 
‘No Sex, Please...We’re British.’ They liked it...I guess.”  
Indeed, actual ellipses began riddling through the pages -- though I used 
those three dots to indicate not so much omission as hesitation.26 
 
These ellipses, as Bechdel calls them, draw me back to Sebald. The space 
between the thoughts, the illustrations and the writing are invisible at first 
because of the way we have learnt to decode illustrated texts. But a slower 
absorption of what we are viewing allows it to dawn on us that the code in 
these illustrated autobiographical fictions is just as cryptic as that present in 
Sebald’s work. 
 
 
 
  
                                                
26 p. 162, Bechdel, A. Fun Home. Mariner Books, New York. 2007 
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CHAPTER II - IDENTITY BETWEEN CULTURES 
 
 
p. 30-31, Sturm, U. 2011 The Lost Snail.  
 
The baby 
Then my sister was born and she was a real Aussie. Now our family had a 
solid connection to this new country, because no matter where else we 
might go, my sister's place of birth would always be Australia. 
She was just beginning to learn to talk when I started school. Each day 
when I got home, I proudly showed off the English I had learnt, although I 
often mixed up the two languages. I was working through my 'David, Sue 
and Wendy' book at school, and sometimes I cried because Wendy was 
such a difficult word that I thought I would never in my whole life learn to 
spell it. 
But my baby sister was immersed in two languages from the start and she 
just absorbed them both with an impish smile.27 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
To this point, I have written mostly about artists who have embraced words 
as an integral part of their artistic language despite the fact that the title of 
this exegesis is 'Lost for Words'. Tan, Hanrahan and Bechdel, while each 
encountering more than their fair share of challenges during their 
                                                
27 p 30-31, Sturm, U. The Lost Snail. Duck Books, Mona Vale. 2011 
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childhood, they nevertheless grew up within a culture that was familiar to 
them. 
 
For Satrapi, cultural dislocation was imposed on her when she was sent by 
her family to live in Vienna to attend a French school ('one of the best in 
Europe' 28) at the age of fourteen. Satrapi's outspokenness and her keen 
interest in western culture was beginning to attract the wrong kind of 
attention in Tehran, so her parents decided that sending her overseas was 
the only way to save their daughter's life. In Tehran, in the midst of 
speakers of Arabic, Satrapi had also attended a French school. Now she 
would be attending a French school in a strange land, surrounded by 
speakers of the Viennese dialect of German. As an outspoken young 
women in a fundamentalist Islamic state during the Iran-Iraq war, this was 
quite a considerable culture shock, a truth that is borne out as the story 
continues in the second Persepolis book when she finds herself in conflict 
with the rules of the Catholic nuns at her school. 
 
Again from her interview with Annie Tully, Satrapi explained:  
 
The feeling that I am evoking in the second book is more a problem of 
when you are going to a new culture and you absolutely want to adapt 
yourself, and you absolutely want to be integrated. You have to forget 
about your own culture first. You know, because culture takes all of the 
space inside you. If you want to have another culture come into you, it’s 
like you have to take out the first one, and then choose what you want from 
the two and swallow them again. But it’s the moment you look at 
everything that it’s this lack of identity. You don’t know anymore who you 
are. You want so badly to be integrated, but at the same time you have a 
whole thing that is inside you. It’s the problem that when you leave and 
then come back, you are a foreigner anywhere. I am a foreigner in Iran. I 
don’t take the risk to go back to my country anymore, but at the same time, 
it’s a good feeling not to belong to any place anymore, at the same time it’s 
a hard feeling. So if I wrote a book and said I was worrying about the 
situation in Iran the whole time, that would be so untrue. Any of us who 
have moved from Iran -- and there were many of us who left like this 
without parents -- all of us have gone through this desire to be part of a 
new society, that we had to abandon everything. And the funny thing is, all 
the Iranian friends I have now, who left the country alone at 12, 13, 14, we 
have become extremely Iranian after all these years.29 
                                                
28 p.147, Satrapi, M. Persepolis - The Story of a Childhood. Pantheon. New York. 2003 
29 Tully, Anne. 2004. Interview with Marjane Satrapi for 'Bookslut'. 
http://www.bookslut.com/features/2004_10_003261.php 
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The first book (the English edition of Persepolis is published in two 
volumes) ends with Marjane starring out through the glass of the airport 
terminal to see that her father is holding her mother in this arms. Marjane's 
mother has fainted in shock.  
 
In Satrapi's image of this scene, her father has a melancholy face but 
seems to be walking quite normally despite the fact that he is carrying an 
adult woman in his arms. Whether this scene is a reconstructed memory or 
whether it occurred like this in reality is actually unimportant, both for 
Satrapi and for the reader. We assume it is real because it is her 'real' 
story, and in any event, the main purpose of this last image in the book is to 
convey the cataclysmic impact the regime in Iran has had on Satrapi and 
her family. 
 
p. 153, Satrapi, M. 2003. Persepolis.  
For Sebald too, the political climate in southern Germany where he grew 
up, ultimately led to his decision to leave. Sebald referred to the conspiracy 
of silence that made him decide to move away from Germany. He recalled 
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growing up in "seas of silence"30 about the war. His father never spoke of 
his experiences as a German soldier during World War II, nor did the 
teachers at  school. Sebald was appalled by the 'concerted attempt in the 
first years after the war not to remember anything, for the obvious reason 
that those in office were implicated.'31 That generation's seeming amnesia 
about the events during the war caused Sebald to feel so alienated that he 
determined to live in another country. 
 
Language and identity are pivotal themes in Sebald's personal history. 
 
CA: And yet, though you've lived in England for thirty years, you still 
write in German. 
WGS: I hardly knew any English at all when I came to Britain, and I am 
not a very talented linguist. I still have quite bad days even now, 
when I feel that I am a barbaric stutterer. But that's not the main 
reason. I am attached to that language. And there's a further 
dimension, I think. If you have grown up in the kind of environment 
I grew up in, you can't put it aside just like that. In theory I could 
have had a British passport years ago. But I was born into a 
particular historical context, and I don't really have an option.32 
 
What of artists for whose identity lies between cultures, and for whom 
language might be part of their experience of alienation?  
 
Ian Abdulla (1947-2011) was born under a gum tree by the Murray River at 
Swan Reach. A Ngarrindjeri man, he grew up in the Riverland region in 
South Australian and with his family, and spent a large part of his childhood 
on the Gerard Aboriginal Mission near Winkie. He did not learn to speak his 
indigenous language fluently as a child, as the teachers on the mission 
forbade it.33 Abdulla first came to painting at age forty. 
 
When I was 40, I started drawing. And I started drawing about 
boomerangs and spears and suddenly it hit my mind that this is not where I 
come from. I come from the river. I was born in Swan Reach. That's right 
on the river, the River Murray. When we was living at Swan Reach, we 
                                                
30 Jaggi, Maya. The Guardian Profile: WG Sebald. Recovered Memories in The Guardian 22 
September 2001 
31 Ibid 
32 p.69. Extract from interview with W.G. Sebald by Angier, Carole. Who is W.G.Sebald in 
Schwartz, LS (ed). The Emergence of Memory: conversations with W.G. Sebald. Seven 
Stories Press. New York. 2007 
33 Interview on ABC TV: George Negus Tonight, 26 May 2003.  
http://www.abc.net.au/dimensions/dimensions_in_time/Transcripts/s865357.htm  
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used to get rations. We used to row the boat across the river or go across 
by punt and get the flour, sugar, tea, and things like that.34 
 
Abdulla’s paintings usually have a descriptive text in neat, very clear letters 
written across the top centre of the canvas. These texts are unusual 
because it is evidently very important for Abdulla that the visual information 
is reinforced by a written explanation and he is very aware of his role as a 
recorder of history: the spelling and grammatical errors in the text are 
unimportant. The important thing was to record the stories from his 
childhood.  
 
Although Abdulla’s paintings are not small (for example, ‘Swimming before 
school’ measures 240cm x 160cm)35, they lend themselves readily to 
reproduction in picture books, partially because of their generally sequential 
nature, and also because of the story element. Two picture books of his 
work, As I Grew Older36 and Tucker37 are marketed to younger readers by 
the publishers, but I suggest that they are also a part of Abdulla's visual 
record keeping to preserve his community's history. He has employed the 
very language that has sought to alienate him as a strategy to reclaim the 
cultural history of the Ngarrindjeri people. 
 
One outher way of making money was setting a cross line across the river 
to catch a Murray Cod or a pondi wich is river Language for Murray Cod. 
Allso if we were lucky there would be a Callop wich is the white man’s 
Language but the River Nungas Language for Callop is a Pillarki.38 
 
                                                
34 Interview on ABC TV: George Negus Tonight, 26 May 2003.  
http://www.abc.net.au/dimensions/dimensions_in_time/Transcripts/s865357.htm 
35 Swimming before school by Ian Abdulla. Collection: Art Gallery of New South Wales. 
http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/work/219.1996/  
36 Abdulla, I. As I Grew Older. Omnibus Books, Norwood, South Australia. 1993 
37 Abdulla, I. Tucker. Omnibus Books, Norwood, South Australia. 1994 
38 p.25. As I Grew Older, op cit 
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p. 25, Abdulla, I. 1993. As I Grew Older.  
 
As an adult, he is remembering his childhood, and using his paintings and 
their stories as a method of bringing the knowledge he has of the places on 
the Murray River part of South Australia to the younger Ngarrindjeri. 
Abdulla's paintings are visually so alive with detail, but on the other hand, 
they seem to have almost a map-like quality about them, which fits with the 
idea of these paintings being intended to educate. 
 
Going back to Hall's argument that culture will always involve some form of 
power struggle, and that identity is inevitably an ongoing process which is 
affected by history and culture, it is interesting to apply this idea to 
Abdulla's work. His culture and language were essentially taken away from 
him by his (white) teachers when he was a child. But as an adult, through 
his art, Abdulla is reclaiming this history and sharing his knowledge with 
other indigenous people from that region. 
 
The educative purpose Abdulla had intended for his artworks meant that for 
him, the truth of his memories would be very important and the details form 
a key part of that purpose. To reclaim his identity within his indigenous 
culture after having been alienated from it, Abdulla relies on truth and 
memory being parallel.  
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CHAPTER III - ILLUSTRATION AS LANGUAGE 
 
p. 6-7, Sturm, U. 2012. Hung Out.  
 
At the end of the day, my father was still writing in his study and my 
brother and I were already in bed. That was when my mother ironed. 
Sometimes the smells and memories caught her unawares, and a tear 
rolled down her cheek. 
But I only heard the gentle his of the iron and the drifting sounds from the 
radio. There was something very soothing about it.39 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Illustrations relating a story without the use of words achieved a level of 
popularity in the 1920s and 1930s through the work of Frans Masereel, 
Otto Nückel and Lynd Ward amongst others.40 In the work of these 
precursors of the modern comic, the pathos and drama of the Depression 
era is vividly related. The sequential images conveyed the narrative and 
words would have been entirely superfluous; would  even perhaps have 
detracted from the tale. 
                                                
39 p 6-7. Sturm, U. Hung Out. Duck Books. Noosa. 2012 
40 Masereel, F. Geschichte Ohne Worte, Insel Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 1933; Nückel, O. 
Destiny, A novel in Pictures. Farrar & Rinehart Inc. New York. 1930; Ward, L. God’s Man. A 
Novel in Woodcuts. Jonathan Cape & Harrison Smith Inc. New York. 1929. 
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Nückel, O. 1930.  Destiny - A Novel in Pictures. (pages not numbered) 
 
 
Masereel, F. 1908.Geschichte ohne Worte. (pages not numbered)  
 
 
Each image in these precursors of the graphic novel can be likened to a 
film still. Nückel and Ward's works were produced primarily during the silent 
movie era, and the style of their images conveys this period. Their 
sequential visual narratives were intended, in a sense, to be consumed by 
the book's readership (audiences) an a similar way to the way a story is 
revealed in a film. The pictorial efficiency of these graphic novels is 
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analogous to film stills from a movie. Yet the audience engages with the 
narrative differently when it is presented in book form: the audience has a 
more intimate relationship to the narrative in that it dictates the pace of the 
unfolding of the narrative, and the audience is engaged in a one-on-one 
dialogue with the book's narrative, whereas film is 'consumed' in a cinema, 
where the larger audience shares the experience and that shared 
experience frequently reverberates through the atmosphere of the cinema. 
Cinema is a shared experience in another sense, too. The graphic novels 
of Masereel, Nückel, Ward and others are created by them alone (I 
consider the book publishing process to be a parallel to the distribution of a 
film in this context), whereas making a film requires the involvement of a 
large team of actors, artistic and technical personnel. It could be said that 
cinema as a format has now taken over. Technology has changed and 
illustration has evolved from what it used to be. 
 
In the visual narratives this paper has focused on, I am in a sense exploring 
the space left over from cinema. It is interesting, then, that some of the 
artists' works have been translated into film. Satrapi's Persepolis was made 
into a film41, as was Shaun Tan's The Lost Thing42. 
 
Each of the artists have engaged with illustration as a language in a 
particular way. Abdulla's style of painting which clearly maps events from 
his childhood is not so much concerned with mood or decorative details. It 
is concerned with conveying information. The delicately painted descriptive 
text on Abdulla's images, usually in the top quarter of the paintings and 
often running a couple of sentences in length, might be considered to give 
the work a hierarchical meaning whereby the text is the ‘second order 
sign’43.  
 
Bechdel has embraced the traditional comic book style, which is at times 
very flat and two dimensional and at others, intricate observational details 
included.  
                                                
41 Persepolis. Movie. 2007. Screenplay and direction by Marjane Satrapi with Vincent 
Paronnaud 
42 The Lost Thing. Movie. 15 minutes in length. 2010. Written by Shaun Tan. Directed by 
Andrew Ruhemann and Shaun Tan. 
43 Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. (translated by Annette Lavers). Hill & Wang. New York 
1984 
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p. 34-35, Bechdel, A. 2007. Fun Home.  
 
Such details gives the narrative the semblance of almost being a 
contemporaneous account of the events. We are invited to believe that this 
is a true account of events, in some cases piecing the details together 
retrospectively to arrive at an accurate chronicle. Bechdel would have it that 
truth and memory are indeed aligned. 
 
Tan’s story of Eric the foreign exchange student44 is a quite different 
instance of illustration as language. Eric preferred to sleep in a teacup in 
the pantry, for reasons that narrator’s Mum explains as, “It must be a 
cultural thing”. Sections of the narrative are told in images alone, with the 
written word resuming its role a little later in the story. The language of 
Tan's illustration in this story is playful, allowing him to engage in social 
commentary that gently elicits understanding and sympathy from the 
reader. 
 
Illustration as language, and equally, language as illustration occurs 
frequently in Hanrahan's work. Her linocuts, etchings and screenprints 
often contain text as a decorative element. The visual language used by 
Hanrahan is often quite stark and confronting. Its graphic, even 
expressionist, style perhaps also reveals the cultural background of her first 
                                                
44 p.8. Tan, S. tales from outer suburbia. Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest. 2008 
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printmaking teacher, Udo Sellbach. The ideas Hanrahan communicates 
through her work don't adhere to any rigid notion of truth as regards 
memories. An expressionist interpretation conveys her message perfectly. 
There is a sense of a “confessional style” and it layers humour over the 
work and gave Hanrahan a freedom to push the boundaries of her subject 
matter, frequently exploring feminist issues through her prints. Besides her 
printmaking oeuvre, Hanrahan was a prolific novelist, and a number of her 
novels were based on recollections of her childhood and as a young 
printmaker in Adelaide and her early adventures in London  in 1963. 
 
I turn now to the work of Lars Martinson. Martinson made a decision as an 
adult to spend time living in Japan, although he spoke no Japanese when 
he arrived. He found himself living in a very different cultural environment 
and he published his response to some of these experiences into graphic 
novel form, for his Tonoharu series.45  
 
 
p. 59, Martinson, L. 2008. Tonoharu Part One.  
                                                
45 Martinson, L. Tonoharu Part One. Pliant Press. Minneapolis 2008 and Martinson, L. 
Tonoharu Part Two. Pliant Press. Minneapolis 2010 
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The visual language he selected for his Tonoharu Parts I and II is detailed 
and meticulous. Martinson's fictionalised autobiographical account of his 
time as an Assistant English Teacher at a high school in Japan has a 
uniform layout throughout the books.  
 
Rather than use the common comic book style of different shaped and 
different numbers of frames on each page, Martinson adheres to a pattern 
of four frames for each page (although there are just a few exceptions to 
this).  
 
The drawings are very neat pen drawings with one other colour (pale 
green) for highlights or skies or backgrounds. The style instantly 
communicates its location with its depiction of Japanese apartments, 
schools, public transport, offices, restaurants and more. But for all the 
accurate observation of these surrounds, the images all the more 
communicate the cultural alienation of Dan Wells (Martinson's alter ego in 
the Tonoharu books). There are numerous misunderstandings and 
because the world around him is so precise and neat, his social slip-ups 
due to rules he did not know, seem especially gauche. The story leads us 
to a strange sub-culture of foreigners in Japan. The language of 
Martinson's illustrative style underscores the theme of the outsider in so 
many subtle ways. 
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CHAPTER IV - RECONSTRUCTING MEMORY 
 
p. 8-9, Sturm, U. 2011 The Lost Snail.  
 
Tall stories 
My father didn’t read us bedtime stories. Instead, he told us very very tall 
tales. 
My father’s escapades in dangerous and difficult situations would have 
made Baron Münchhausen and Till Eulenspiegel blush with envy. 
He told us his tales very earnestly and we almost always believed that they 
were true. Anyway, it seemed to hurt his feelings if we didn’t believe 
them.46 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Through my research on Sebald, I knew that he had died in a car accident 
on the outskirts of Norwich in the UK in December 2001, but when I came 
across an journal article that said the coroner's report had pronounced that 
this accident had occurred because he had suffered an aneurysm whilst 
driving his car47, I sat bolt upright, shocked.   
 
                                                
46 p 8-9, Sturm, U. The Lost Snail. Duck Books. Mona Vale 2011 
47 p.201. Sheppard, Richard in Journal of European Studies. December 2011 
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In July 2011, in the midst of writing this exegesis, I had also suffered an 
aneurysm. Fortunately I wasn't driving a car at the time, but the episode still 
led to me undergoing emergency brain surgery and spending three weeks 
in intensive care at Royal North Shore Hospital.  Reading that a brain 
aneurysm was behind the cause of Sebald's death was uncanny, 
unnerving.  
 
I have long been fascinated by childhood memories and their part in the 
construction of our identity, so I found it particularly challenging that a side-
effect of my aneurysm was that about five days were completely obliterated 
from my memory. Having had this recent first-hand experience of the frailty 
and fragility of memory, and having observed the devastating impacts of 
brain injuries on other patients in the Intensive Care ward, I began 
scribbling in my journal even more than usual. Those snippets of memories 
from long ago that would pop into my mind just out of the blue suddenly 
seemed like precious treasures and I was going to save them all.  
 
In Presents Past48, Huyssen examines the idea that  traumatic memories 
create a unique inspiration for works of art. Huyssen looks particularly at 
public memory, forgetting and selective memory in cities that have 
experienced major turmoil in their recent history, one of these cities being 
Berlin. With the legacy of World War II and the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
followed by city’s reemergence as a centre of importance in both the 
political and art worlds, Huyssen suggests Berlin as a palimpsest, with 
memories being erased and rewritten, particularly after the German 
reunification in 1989 where issues of memory and forgetting rose to the fore 
in the political realm. 
 
For the artists whose work I have discussed in this exegesis, memory is a 
focal point they have in common. Telling a story through images or 
narrative or both, the artists focus on aspects of the past important to 
him/her in the present. It is an understanding drawing on the benefit of 
hindsight. True memories or tall tales? Does it matter? Perceptions of the 
past evolve and change over time.  
 
                                                
48 Huyssen, Andreas. Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory. 
Stanford University Press, Sanford USA. 2003 
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We remember events from our childhood, but the significance attached to 
them does not remain static. It is re-interpreted, often at a subconscious 
level, as life gives us more experiences to measure these events against 
and to allow us to understand them from a different perspective. And each 
of these memories is a part of our identity.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
I began the journey of this research with the notion of exploring identity and 
cultural alienation at the juncture of truth and memory and I arrive at the 
conclusion of this paper with many open-ended questions, and no neatly 
packaged answers. I started with a firm image in my mind about the role of 
cultural alienation as a factor forming identity, but now find that this 
relationship is not as clear as I had initially believed. What I had initially 
regarded as the role of cultural alienation might just as easily relate to the 
memory change between childhood and adulthood.  
 
While cultural alienation and issues relating to the outsider experience 
without doubt impact an individual's world view and sense of self, it can just 
as well be argued that every individual's personal and cultural set of 
circumstances and experiences make up their sense of self. To repeat the 
earlier quote from Marjane Satrapi: That is the capacity of the human being, 
that everything suddenly becomes absolutely normal.49  
 
The process itself of the writing of autobiographical fiction or making 
autobiographical artworks based on memories, has an impact on the very 
memories that are being responded to. Engaging with those memories 
during the creative process blurs the lines between imagined memories and 
real memories. 
 
The journey along the Sussex coastline on which we accompany WG 
Sebald on in 'The Rings of Saturn' leads us not only through the 
countryside but also on meanderings through discussions about 
Rembrandt's painting 'The Anatomy Lesson' and BBC documentaries on 
high treason and much more besides. The reader's perception of what is 
imaginary and what is fact is blurred, just as these boundaries are similarly 
                                                
49 Tully, Anne. 2004. Interview with Marjane Satrapi for 'Bookslut'. 
http://www.bookslut.com/features/2004_10_003261.php 
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blurred in the works of the artists I have discussed. The pivotal aspect of 
this is that these boundaries are, in a sense, irrelevant.  
 
The stories and visual narratives can be true even where the facts are 
imagined, because our identities are built on layers and layers of memories. 
Where there are flaws in these memories, this may indeed highlight a 
misinterpretation that developed into an aspect of our personality that is all 
the more heightened for that misinterpretation. 
 
Truth seems to be what we believe from our particular perspective at a 
given point in time. The memories we allow ourselves to collect have a 
relation to our individual notion of truth. Childhood misunderstandings and 
beliefs allow us to embrace as certain ideas as real, but in many cases we 
then grow older to realise that that belief was based on a false premise.  
Even so, it doesn't mean that belief was any less true for the child that was 
during the time when they did believe this to be true. Our cultural and social 
milieu play a significant role in the formation of our beliefs or value systems; 
other "truths" may just grip us through childhood misunderstandings. 
 
Likewise with memories. Often the events that we store as a vivid memory 
for decades and decades are not ones that would have necessarily been 
important in the scheme of things. They are just as likely to be events that 
captured our imagination for a perhaps frivolous reason. And yet these 
perhaps trivial events shape us and develop into our identity and our place 
in our society, and these may or may not be fragments of experiences of 
cultural alienation.  
 
So perhaps is that it is not 'truth' that matters so much as our perception of 
the truth from a particular point in time and a particular perspective, and 
that this is a key element in the concept of identity. Apart from cultural 
experiences, these perspectives vary vastly from childhood to adulthood, 
although our childhood perceptions frequently creep in to affect our adult 
lives. 
 
During an exhibition I had at Sheffer Gallery in August 2011, I spent the two 
Saturdays of the exhibition 'minding' the gallery. I enjoyed sitting there 
quietly and listening while people chuckled to themselves as they looked at 
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my work with my accompanying book in their hands. When those personal 
memory stories make another person laugh quietly, a connection is made. 
Perhaps they recognise a similar experience or feeling that they may have 
had. While what each of us personally regards as truth might shift from the 
perspective of different understandings we have, or develop during our 
lives, it is our memories of events and experiences we have had that build 
our identity and that connect us culturally.  
 
I think about all of this and feel very glad that my memories stayed intact 
(but for those five days) following my aneurysm. There are so many more 
memories I still feel compelled to draw. 
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CATALOGUE OF WORK PRESENTED FOR EXAMINATION 
 
 TITLE DETAILS 
1 The Lost Snail Artist Book. Digital print on Canson Montval 
185gsm paper. Hand stitched with paper cover. 
19 x 17 cm. 56 pages. 
2 Threepence Artist Book. Digital print on Canson Montval 
185gsm paper. Hand stitched with paper cover. 
19 x 17 cm. 20 pages. 
3 Hung Out Artist Book. Digital print on Canson Montval 
185gsm paper. Thermal binding with paper cover. 
19 x 17 cm. 20 pages. 
4 Ironing Hand-cut wall art. PVC. Approx 110 x 80 cm 
5 Washing Basket Hand-cut wall art. PVC. Approx 110 x 80 cm 
6 Buschallee 33 Hand-cut wall art. PVC. Approx 80 x 110 cm 
7 Bus Stop Hand-cut wall art. PVC. Approx 110 x 80 cm 
8 Passport Hand-cut wall art. PVC. Approx 110 x 80 cm 
 
